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Synopsis We present measurements, using electron Rutherford backscattering spectroscopy (eRBS), aiming to
estimate the concentration of the various elements in mouse bone. We first successfully determined the composition
of calcium carbonate, followed by an analysis of the more complicated case of hydroxyapatite. Finally we studied
bone powder itself and established in this way that eRBS presents an interesting new flavor of microanalysis.
In the past years there is increasing research
interest in the accurate determination of the
composition of bone samples, as various major
and trace element concentrations in bones turn
out to be good indicators of several diseases. Also
bone is one of the places in the body where toxic
elements accumulate.
Recently it became possible, using high en-
ergies and large scattering angles, to resolve the
recoil energies of electrons scattered from atoms
with considerable mass differences. This tech-
nique, called electron Rutherford backscattering
spectroscopy (eRBS), relies on the quasi-elastic
electron-atom scattering. The energy of the elas-
tically scattered electrons is decreased from its
initial values due to the recoil energy acquired by
the scattering atom. This recoil energy depends
on the mass of the scattering atom and the quasi-
elastic peak splits thus into several components.
The concentration of the various elements in
mouse bone powder was studied by eRBS at 40
keV primary energy. As reference measurements
calcium carbonate and hydroxyapatite were also
investigated. We obtained a very good under-
standing of spectra of the latter two materi-
als. Agreement between the measured and ac-
tual composition are at a respectable 10% level.
The actual bone samples showed more variation
in composition and a good fit of these spectra
is only achieved, using the peak widths obtained
for the hydroxyapatite sample, if one allows for
the presence of impurity atoms with a mass close
to that of Na and Mg (see Fig. 1). Thus eRBS
becomes a useful tool to study bone mineraliza-
tion. More generally, a meaningful interpreta-
tion of eRBS spectra of more complex samples
in terms of composition is indeed possible, if the
widths of the peaks contributing to the spectra
are known.
Figure 1. A fit of a mouse bone spectrum with all
widths fixed to the corresponding values obtained
in hydroxyapatite and CaCO3 spectra.
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